THE LOBBY 

Most people would think to watch where they're headed at an altitude of 300 feet in 
mountainous terrain. Then again, most people aren't an acrophobic strapped to a hang glider. 
I never saw that cliff coming. 

You may ask yourself why someone with an irrational fear of heights would go hang gliding in 
the first place, but that's a long story and not important at the present. What is important, is where I 
found myself after the crash. 

I found myself in what appeared to be some sort of lobby; the kind you would find in a semi- 
fancy hotel. It had a high ceiling with chandeliers placed sparsely for the lighting, and a fake-looking 
wood paneling on the walls. The lobby was considerably longer than it was wide so that it seemed 
more like a hall than a lobby. But the strangest thing of all was that I was standing last in a massive line 
of people! 

I leaned a little to the right so that I could get a better look at the line. There were thousands of 
people of all ages and nationality stretching to the front desk. Some looked confused, and even a little 
frightened. Others seemed happy and held their heads high as the line slowly moved forward. Perhaps 
they knew something I didn't. 

The guy in front of me casually looked back over his shoulder, did a double take, and turned 
around to greet me. 

"Oh, hey there! You must've just popped in! The name's Roy. Roy Engleston." he said, holding 
out his hand. Roy was a man in his forties with slightly graying brown hair and blue eyes. He wore a 
white collared shirt, khaki pants, and the biggest smile I'd ever seen. 

He was obviously one of the happier people. 

"Uh — hi. I'm Mark. Say, do you happen to know where we are?" I said, shaking the offered 

hand. 

Roy raised his eyebrows and chuckled a little. "We're in heaven, of course!" 

"Why do you say that?" I asked, glancing around at the lobby. "I always thought heaven was 
supposed to be all clouds, and angels, and harps, and stuff." 

"Times change! They must have modernized over the years. I'm sure we'll find out once we get 
to the reception desk." 

As if on cue, the line shifted forward another several feet. 

I felt a small breeze blow against my back and turned around. Three more people had appeared 
in the line behind me; two women and a man. I waved at them and turned back to face my newfound 
acquaintance. 

"I was hoping a fellow English speaker would pop in." Roy continued. "The man in front of me 
doesn't speak a bit of English. To be honest," he said, lowering his voice to a whisper, "I think he might 
be a Muslim. I almost feel sorry for him." 

"Why should you feel sorry for him?" I asked. 

"Well," said Roy, "if he's a Muslim, then he must be going to — ah, well — let's just say it's not a 
good place." 

"Oh. Right. Of course. But tell me, how do you know he's the one going to the — uh — bad 

place?" 

Roy narrowed his eyes at me. I winced inwardly, knowing he had caught on to my not-so-subtle 
hint. When I was alive, my mouth had a tendency to run away with my brain in tow when someone said 
something I didn't care for. Apparently that wonderful trait of mine followed me into the afterlife. 

"Well, Mark, what exactly do you believe?" 

"I'm an atheist." I said, trying to gather up a sense of pride, which was feeble at best — given the 
present circumstances. 

"I see." he said, quietly turning back to face the front. "We all know where you're headed." 
"To Hell you mean?" 



Roy didn't answer. He stared at the front for the rest of the journey. 
The line continued to move forward. 

The procession moved on for what seemed like an eternity. Perhaps this is hell, I thought to 
myself, smiling at my own joke. To pass the time, I tried to talk with the people behind me, but they 
didn't speak enough English to carry a conversation. So I did what anyone else would have done in my 
situation: I began counting the floor tiles. 

I started off counting them one by one. It was slow going, and the red carpet that ran down the 
middle of the lobby didn't help things at all. I lost my place at 549, cursing myself. I soon realized I 
was in the middle of the line, and could easily count the number of tiles that ran the width and height of 
the room. Then, I could use multiplication to find the exact amount of tiles! I set off to my task at once. 

I must have looked odd muttering to myself and writing numbers in the air, but it was the only 
time waster I could think of. The line was moving quickly now — or seemed to be at any rate. I casually 
glanced up from my invisible array of numbers and noted that I was very close to the front. 

"Religion?" said a female voice. 

"Christian!" I heard Roy exclaim. 

The line moved one step forward. 

"Religion?" the voice asked again. 

"Two thousand five hundred and seventy eight!" I announced triumphantly. Glancing around I 
realized that I had made my way to the front of the line. "Uh — tiles on the floor." I added meekly. 
"That's nice", said the woman behind the desk, "but I asked for your religion". 
"Well, that's a funny story actually. You see — " 

"Look, if you didn't notice already, there's thousands of people behind you who have been 
waiting just as long as you. I'm nearing the end of my shift and, frankly, I'd like to go home on time." 
"I realize that but — " 

"Fine, I'll guess. White male, speaks English, slight Southern accent. Christian!" 
"No! I'm not--" 

But the lady behind the desk was gone, replaced by a massive gate and a very old man with a 
long, white beard. 

"Oh boy." I muttered to myself, "This is going to be a long eternity." 

HEAVEN 

I was standing on what appeared to be a floor made completely from clouds. The old man stood 
behind a podium slightly to the left of the massive "pearly gates". 

I walked over to the podium. "Excuse me, I think there's been some sort of mistake. You see I—" 

"What is your full name?" interrupted man behind the podium. What was with these people and 
not letting you finish your sentences? 

"Mark Bartholomew Harrol", I replied, wincing at my middle name. I've always hated it. 

Placed on top of the podium was a book, thicker than an unabridged English dictionary and 
tabbed in several places. The old man looked through the tabs — which were labeled, apparently — and, 
upon finding the one he wanted, heaved the pages open to that spot. He ran a thin finger down the page, 
stopping halfway down. He looked back up at me. 

"Your name isn't here." he said. 

"Well, I did say that there had been a mistake. I don't think I'm supposed to be here." 
"Then depart from me! I never knew you." 
"Wait, what do you mean you never knew me?" 

"I am God. This", he patted the large book, "is the Book of Life. Your name is not written here, 
so you are to be cast into the fiery pits of Hell." 
"All because my name wasn't in a book?" 

"Because you did not believe! It was written clearly in the texts that I inspired..." 



As the old man went on his rant, I became aware of a distant droning sound. It sounded oddly 
familiar but I couldn't quite place it. 

"What's that noise off in the distance?" I asked. 

"Humans." God replied 

"Well, what are they doing?" 

"Praising me, of course." 

"Praising you? Do they do that often?" 

"They do it all day, every day, for all eternity." he said, straightening up with pride. 
"That hardly sounds like a pleasant eternity. In fact, Heaven sounds pretty dull to — " 
"Silence! Heaven doesn't concern you anyways, blasphemer! By all my glory I sentence you to 

the dark, unfathomable pits of Hell! There, you shall suffer in all eternity. Now be gone from my 

sight!" 

From the folds of his robes God produced a gavel which he angrily raised above his head. I 
watched as it began to descend and seal my fate. Suddenly, an idea sprang into my mind. 
"Wait!" I cried. "Wait, wait, wait. Wait." 

God's gavel was mere inches from hitting the podium. He laid the gavel aside and leaned 
forward, with a snarl on his face. "What is it?" 

"Don't you think you're being a tad bit hasty here? Surely an all powerful God such as Yourself 
could find a better punishment than Hell?" I could see that God was subject to flattery, so I laid it on as 
thick as I could. "In all Your infinite wisdom, can't you see that Hell would be a heaven for one as 
wicked as myself? You know that I believe you to be a horrible deity so... wouldn't worshiping You for 
all eternity truly be Hell for me?" 

God stroked his long, white beard in a thoughtful pose, looking off into the distance. He looked 
back at me with a smirk. "Nice try." he said. And on that note, he snatched up the gavel and banged it 
on the podium in one fluid motion. 

The loud WHACK! of wood against wood resonated through my whole body as the pearly gates 
disappeared from view. 

HELL 

"God damn it!" I yelled to no one. Then, realizing the beautiful irony of my statement, I started 
laughing hysterically. After I had calmed down a bit, i began to look around. It was very dark, but there 
was no lake of fire. There was no screaming, no wailing, no gnashing of teeth. The temperature seemed 
to be a comfortable seventy degrees. 

But mostly it was just dark. 

"Hello?" I called out, hearing the echo reverberate around the room. "Hello?" 

I heard a noise at the far end of the room and a rectangle of light slowly appeared in the 
darkness. Silhouetted against the light was the figure of a man. I heard a small click and the buzz of 
fluorescent lights. Slowly, the room was revealed in a bright, flickering light. Standing at the other end 
of the room was, indeed, a man. 

"I'm so sorry about leaving you in the dark." the man said. "How long have you been down 

here?" 

"I just got here." I replied. 

"Good... good. We don't get many people in this area and we're prone to take more breaks than 
the others." 

"Where am I now?" I asked. 

"Exactly where you need to be. Follow me if you would, Mark. I'll take you to see the man in 
charge." 

"Funny, I thought I just met the man in charge, and — wait, how did you know my name?" 
"All in good time. Follow me." 



We exited the room and began walking down a long corridor lined with unlabeled doors. 
Everything was white. I couldn't even begin to imagine how someone could find their way around. A 
little over halfway down the hall my companion opened a door and stepped through, beckoning me to 
follow him in. 

Inside there was a medium sized room filled with elevators, also painted white. The man 
pressed the "up" button and got an elevator immediately. We both stepped into the elevator. 
"I'll allow you to do the honors." the strange man said. "We want the sixth floor." 
I pushed the button marked with a "6" and the elevator began its ascent. 
"So, does the "L" button actually go to the lobby?" I asked, glancing at the elevator's control 

panel. 

"That's right." 

"So, is that the way out of this place as well?" 

"I'm sorry, but no. The lobby is only an entrance. To exit, we must go up." 
"I see." " 

The rest of the elevator ride was spent in silence. We reached the sixth floor, exited the elevator 
and made our way down another hallway. There were less doors here than the first. In fact, there was 
only one door at the very end. Upon reaching it, the man opened the door and stepped aside, motioning 
for me to enter. I walked through and heard the door close behind me. 

In the center of the room was another man sitting down at a desk. He looked up from his 
paperwork and motioned for me to have a seat across from him. I did. 

"Hello, Mark, I'm Lucifer. I've been expecting you." he said. 

"How come you know my name?" 

"We had reports of a misplaced man named Mark that fit your description. It's a good thing you 
didn't get sent too far away. Trust me, there are worse places here than Heaven." 
"Yeah, it's all because that receptionist of yours." 

He smiled and said "You'll have to forgive Gwyneth. She's a great receptionist but lousy when it 
comes to patience. But let us get to the point of the matter. You're probably wondering where you are 
and, moreover, what you've witnessed." 

I nodded. 

"Well", he continued, "you are dead... in a way. Your flesh and blood life on Earth has ceased. 
However, what you are is not a soul, but rather an extension of your self. You look confused; I'll try to 
elaborate the best I can. Our scientists are still having problems finding out what we are exactly. As far 
as we can tell, it's a form of metamorphosis — like a butterfly. This is our third stage of development. I 
was one of the first to. ..ascend, if you will. 

As mankind progressed, ascension became more and more frequent. Sometimes, people can't 
comprehend the transformation and try to return to Earth. Others take it a little too well. When this 
happens, you get people like Yahweh — whom you've had the pleasure of meeting. Yahweh developed a 
sort of post-life god complex. He went around yelling at a group of poor, nomadic sheep herders 
demanding to be worshiped and taking credit for the occasional natural disaster. This, as you know, 
became a religion — two actually — leading to an influx of believers. 

You can imagine the pandemonium created when a multitude of people who believe in 
something so strongly find, upon death, that it isn't exactly true. This is why this facility was created. 
We try to cater to as many religions as possible for those who just aren't ready to accept the truth. Of 
course, our resources are limited and we can't get every detail right. We don't exactly have an unlimited 
supply of virgins, you know. " 

"So...", I began slowly, "if there's no real Hell, where do the truly evil people go?" 

"They go to their respective Heavens. You've seen Yahweh's heaven. It's dull enough to drive a 
man insane. Why bother creating a hell?" 

"All right. So what is there for an Atheist, then? I mean, what do I get to do?" 



"Anything." 

"Anything?" I asked, spellbound. This had been a long day for me — if, in fact, it had only been 
a day. Time was hard to keep track of here. 

"You're free to do anything you wish. Stay here and help us out, if you like. Explore the world. 
Explore the universe. It's all at your fingertips. Live this life like you lived the last: free." 

"I've always wanted to explore the oceans of Earth." 

"Then do it!" 

Excitement had me in its grip. I stood up, almost knocking over my chair. 

"I'll start immediately! There's so much time; so much to do. Just — how exactly do I get out of 

here?" 

Lucifer chuckled and pointed to a door I hadn't noticed. "That will lead you out. I hope you will 
come back and visit sometime?" 

"Of course! I have all of eternity after all." 

With that, I left the facility and began man's last great journey. 

The greatest crusade of humankind is to better ourselves. Without God, all is permitted. 



